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ABSTRACT
Cities have always been spaces of friction where people encounter others as strangers in
physical public space, and must find a way to deal with each other. Mediating the tensions
between different urban publics has been one of the most difficult projects since the earliest
days of urbanization. One way of addressing these tensions, is by means of urban media
interventions. These interventions can be understood as artistic practices that assemble new
urban publics of strangers, by the creative and critical use of media technologies. Their
opportunities and challenges are being discussed in the discourses about tactical media and
dialogic art, that expose urban media interventions from different fields of study. In this thesis,
three case studies of urban media interventions will be analysed by means of a theoretical
framework that consists of theories and concepts developed in media studies, art theory,
philosophy and urban sociology. In this way, this thesis investigates how urban media
interventions that operate in today’s cities allow for urban dialogues.
Keywords: urban publics, media interventions, urban assemblages, tactical media, dialogic art
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INTRODUCTION
On a square in Guimaraes in Portugal, a number of groups of people are gathering. It is already
getting dark. In every group, a guide welcomes the participants, and supplies them with a
mobile device, a blank folded paper map and a micro projector that can be hung around their
neck. Each group starts a walk through the city. Along the way the participants hear stories
about Guimaraes in the future, science-fictions about an imagined city. At a certain site, the
groups stop. The guide asks the participants how they would envision Guimaraes in the future,
at this particular location. One by one, the participants narrate their ideas about the future,
while holding the unfolded blank paper map in front of them. As they begin to speak, their
descriptions magically appear on the map as a series of glowing lines that form a drawing.
At the end of the walk, the participants meet up with the other groups and discuss the images
of their maps that are now projected as one image. Along this dialogue, they somehow have to
come to an agreement about the future of Guimaraes. Otherwise, they have to agree to disagree.
This story is an example of an urban media intervention, an artistic practice that assembles
new urban publics of strangers, by the creative and critical use of media technologies. Urban
media interventions can create urban dialogues1: a public of strangers that addresses a public
issue, with the city as a common ground. The urban environment is not only the setting, but
also often the subject of these dialogues. Urban media interventions always question –
implicitly or explicitly – the reality of the city of today; urban life, architecture, social roles,
economic systems and ecologies. Urban media interventions thus can be understood as making
things public, but they are simultaneously ‘things making publics’.
The past few decades, cities have transformed irrevocably. The process of urbanization – the
demographic transition from rural to urban – has accelerated enormously. Since 2010, more than
half of the world population lives in the city, and this number continues to grow. Cities have
always been spaces of friction that are characterized by heterogeneity, diversity, excitement and
pleasure. They are concentrated arenas for cultural activities and desires, but they are
simultaneously shaped by systems of power, danger and exclusion. People encounter others as
strangers in physical public space, and must find a way to deal with each other. Mediating the
tensions between different urban publics has been one of the most difficult projects since the
earliest days of urbanization. One way of addressing these tensions, is by means of urban media
interventions.
In this thesis, I will research the following question: How do urban media interventions that
operate in today’s cities allow for urban dialogues? In order to answer this question, it would
not be sufficient to address just one particular field of study. There is not yet a critical
discourse that takes all the important elements and contexts of urban media interventions into
consideration. This is due to the fact that these interventions are by nature interdisciplinary (or

1

I deliberately use the word dialogue for its many appropriate connotations. A dialogue is a conversational exchange
between two or more people. Dialogues enable people, usually in small groups, to share their perspectives and
experiences about issues. Dialogue dispels stereotypes, builds trust, and enables people to be open to perspectives that
are very different from their own. Finally, a dialogue has to be performed in order to exist.
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even transdisciplinary). They simply cannot be captured under the umbrella of one discipline.
For example, they can simultaneously be considered as a media installation, an art project and
an activist practice. In order to contextualize urban media interventions, it will therefore be
necessary to discuss literature, concepts and debates in the field of media studies, art theory,
philosophy and urban sociology. These fields often address the same type of objects or
relations, but generally they are not in dialogue with each other. Throughout this thesis I will
try to map some of the most important ideas and concepts in these fields in order to
contextualize the possibilities and challenges of urban media interventions. By the means of
examples of concrete urban situations, I will explain how theories and concepts can be
translated to everyday urban life. In order to answer how urban media interventions allow for
urban dialogues, I will investigate three case studies, that I will analyse on the basis of the
theoretical framework that I will set up in the first two chapters of this thesis.
In the first chapter I will take a closer look at the notion of urban publics. What exactly is
meant by ‘public’? And how do urban publics emerge? Here I will discuss some of the ways in
which the city has been theorized as a space of friction, where different kinds of people
encounter each other as strangers. A different view on the configuration of the city is provided
by actor-network theory. By approaching the city as networks of human and non-human actors,
the city can be grasped as urban assemblages. The fact that (mobile) technologies and (wireless)
networks are increasingly influencing urban physical space, led to a recent discourse about the
hybrid city, the intermingling of physical and digital urban space. The hybrid city is more and
more ‘coded’ by media technologies that simultaneously allow for the emergence of ‘networked
publics’. I will critically reflect upon this discourse. A crucial question is who is in charge of
these technologies, and what kind of publics emerge from them. One has to realize that only a
part of the urban population has access to these technologies. Here, I will argue that media
technologies can be both deployed as dividing devices and assembling devices, that respectively
prevent or stimulate urban publics of strangers to emerge. I will argue that urban media
interventions can particularly be deployed as assembling devices in order to create new publics.
These interventions can be discussed both as tactical media and dialogic art practices. While
the field of tactical media is discussed within media studies, dialogic art is debated within art
theory. Both discourses address the characteristics and challenges of urban media
interventions, but these fields of study are not in dialogue with each other. In chapter two of
this thesis, I will discuss the debates in both fields and the relations between them, in order to
understand the opportunities and challenges that urban media interventions are confronted
with.
In the last chapter, I will investigate three case studies of urban media interventions: Give
Me Back My Broken Night, Saving Face and INSIDE OUT. All three of them operate on a different
scale and allow for different types of urban dialogues. I will use the concepts and theories that I
have discussed in the first two chapters to analyse these interventions and to answer my
research question of how these kinds of interventions allow for urban dialogues.
I will conclude this thesis with the challenges that urban media interventions are confronted
with and the opportunities that they propose for creating new urban publics and dialogues.
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Furthermore, I will formulate possible trajectories for further research.
What is left to be said here is that this research is permanently beta. Dependent on
developments of the discourses that I will discuss in this thesis, and the creation of new urban
media interventions, this research will move along. I will do this by means of a research blog:
www.urbandialogu.es.
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1. URBAN PUBLICS: AN ASSEMBLAGE OF STRANGERS
1.1 Cities and Citizens
Whether you live in San Francisco, Amsterdam or New Delhi, all cities have in common that it is
impossible to know the names of all your fellow city dwellers. Urban life in contemporary cities
is characterized by anonymity between inhabitants, alongside of various degrees of familiarity.
The city can be understood as a space where residents encounter each other on the street,
gather together, negotiate their relationships with one another and struggle because of
proximity. At the same time, the city figures as a space where anonymity and isolation are
characteristic conditions. Through the process of urbanization in the past century, urban life
has become the norm for most of the planet’s inhabitants. Throughout this chapter I will
investigate the question of how we (want to) live together in today’s cities. In order to find
answers, it is necessary to address some of the writings about urban publics that have been
published over the last century.
The entanglement of the city and its inhabitants was already conceptualized in the Latin
‘civitas’, which refers both to the political subject of the citizen, and the collective settlement of
the city. This double meaning of civitas forms the basis for a democracy. It implies that urban
dwellers have certain responsibilities as citizens. Next to the government and the market that
are shaping urban life, the civil society describes the capacity of individual subjects to engage in
political issues, as well as the agency for people to transform a debate into an instrument of
political decision making, by finding consensus. For this ‘social contract’ a public sphere is
necessary in which debate among equals may take place that can result in consensus (Kester
The One and the Many 175). When we look at some of today’s cities, this scenario of a civil
society that consists of equals is heavily contested. Urban public space is more than often a
space of struggle and friction. One recent example is the Occupy movement that arose in 2011
in Wall Street, New York. The movement successfully spread across the globe with the slogan
“We are the 99%”, referring to the concentration of wealth among the top 1% of income earners.
In many cities worldwide, squares where occupied by encampments of activists. Local publics
sympathized with other local publics, by using the hashtag #Occupy to channel the global
discussion.
Here it is necessary to define the word ‘public’, that is used in so many different contexts
and has multiple meanings. When one speaks of ‘a public of strangers’, a ‘public space’ or the
‘public sphere’, different aspects of ‘public’ are addressed. ‘Public’ as a noun can be the name
for a type of collective subject. In today’s cities, publics are based on the assembly of citizens
who share one or more aspects. Examples of these publics are neighbourhood-dwellers who
share a geographic location, the audience of a pop concert, fellow members of a choir or
colleagues at work. Some publics exist for a long time, others only for the duration of a
particular event (De Waal De Stad Als Interface 13). Sometimes ‘public’ is used to speak about
the public, which is used in similar ways as ‘the community’ or sometimes it is referred to as a
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nation. ‘The public’ then, can be thought of as all the members of a given society with issues of
shared concern. Public thus also refers to issues that can be understood as public or not
(Barnett 3). For example, the construction of a new shopping mall can be a public concern while
someone’s decision about visiting this shopping mall is an issue of private concern. Here we can
make the distinction between a public and a private realm. Traditionally, these are often
separated through physical boundaries. The home is the space par excellence for private life,
whereas the city square is part of the public realm because it is publicly accessible. This
accessibility can be considered to be a fourth meaning of ‘public’.
When we look at today’s cities, processes of urbanization, globalization and the rise of
digital technologies are changing what can be considered as ‘public’ in all its different
meanings. In order to get a better understanding of these changes, I will investigate the city as a
setting for social interaction, where publics may or may not emerge. How do people assemble?
What is the role of urban public space? And what are the roles of new media to create new
publics? These questions allow us to develop a particular understanding of today’s civitas, of
the city and its citizens. It would be an impossible task to answer these questions in a
comprehensive way. Therefore I will address concepts and literature that are necessary to
create a context for urban media interventions. Now let us zoom-in to a particular example of
everyday life in the city of today.
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1.2 Publics in a Space of Friction

Fig. 1 Portraits in bakery Mediterrane

1.2.1 Familiar Strangers
It is still early, but there is already a queue. The bakery ‘Mediterrane’ in the centre of
Amsterdam is a particular place. A diverse public of customers visits the place to buy
croissants, pain de campagne, Moroccan pastries or cappuccino. At the tiled walls, one finds a
collection of pictures, all taken by the owner of the bakery. The pictures are portraits of all
kinds of people; the customers themselves. The walls are all filled up, so there is no more space
left for more portraits. The Moroccan owners of the bakery have quite some knowledge about
what is going on in their neighbourhood. While a few customers wait for their sandwiches to be
warmed, they complain about the weather, parking costs that have risen again or they talk
about the upcoming elections or soccer games. The bakery is so small that the customers are
often huddled together. An interesting mix of urban dwellers and visitors is assembled here.
In 1961, activist and publicist Jane Jacobs argued that big cities are not simply larger than
towns, or denser than suburbs, but that they differ from towns and suburbs because cities are
by definition full of strangers, that are in fact far more common than acquaintances (Jacobs 40).
In her analysis of urban life, the setting of the city street plays an important role. Exactly
because of the chaotic accumulation of everyday interactions that can be found here, a sense of
community can come into being. This does not imply a feeling of social cohesion, but ‘a public
of familiar strangers’ (Jacobs 40). According to Jacobs, trust is formed over time due to many
little public contacts, like the conversations between customers in the Moroccan bakery. Most of
these contacts are ostensibly utterly trivial but Jacobs states that the sum of these contacts is
not trivial at all. “The sum of such casual public contact at a local level is a feeling for the
public identity of people, a web of public respect and trust” (67). The emergence of such a ‘web
of public respect and trust’ is dependent on certain catalysts. Next to a particular street grid
that provokes incidental encounters, Jacobs emphasizes that key players like shopkeepers are
necessary, who are familiar to most of the passers-by and who can keep an eye on the street.
These ‘public figures’ play an important role for the street to become a familiar environment.
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As we have seen in the example of the bakery, the aspect of proximity may force social
interaction between strangers. Georg Simmel, who has written extensively about the nature of
social interaction in urban space, argued at the beginning of the 20th century that modern cities
are experienced largely through changing relations of proximity and distance. For Simmel, these
relations hold the key to how life in the modern world is experienced and lived. The context for
Simmel’s writings is Berlin city life at the end of the nineteenth century, from which he drew
much of his insight and inspiration (Allen 58). Simmel adopted the figure of the stranger to
explain the contradictory experience of what it means to interact socially with someone who is
both near in a spatial sense, but at the same time distant in a social sense. The stranger thus
implies a specific form of interaction. In urban life one may feel that he or she belongs to the
city, but states at the same time his or her difference from others (Simmel 402-3). The tension
between nearness and distance is an important characteristic of urban life. In the case of the
Maroccan bakery, proximity between the heterogeneous public of customers, that are mostly
strangers to each other, is due to (limited) space. A certain distance between strangers can be
considered as a necessary attitude in the often fast pace of urban life. The strategy for people to
cope with the fast urban rhythm is to create a certain distance between themselves, others and
events in the city. Simmel argues that this reserve or social distancing is due to the
development of a mature money economy that caused the objectification of social relations and
a culture of calculation (403). At the same time, this heightened form of impersonality allows
one to walk a street without feeling obliged to talk to everyone along the way. Since it is simply
impossible to negotiate the city in all its trappings, movements and differences, the cultivation
of a social reserve forms an essential ingredient of urban life (Allen 61).
These processes of dealing with proximity and distance characterize the complex sociality
of urban life and give form to the city as a space of friction. In line with Georg Simmel’s
description of the stranger, is sociologist Richard Sennett’s optimistic view on modern urban
life. To live among strangers means that everyday life is inevitably subjected to collisions or
jolts. According to Richard Sennett, these jolts are necessary to a human being to give him “that
sense of tentativeness about his own beliefs which every civilized person must have” (Sennett
296). In the city, one plays different roles. The manners, conventions, and ritual gestures that
are expressed in urban public space are “the very stuff out of which public relations are
formed.” (Sennett 29). This role-playing among strangers is so important to Sennett, because it
involves testing out boundaries. In this way, social rules that are normally taken-for-granted are
brought to the foreground of public consciousness. In the example of the Moroccan bakery,
visitors play the role of customers, which involves several actions (greeting other customers,
ordering at the desk, the transaction of payment, saying goodbye and leaving). According to
Sennett, this kind of public role-playing has political connotations as well. For example, greeting
particular customers and ignoring others can articulate certain cultural differences among a
public.
The importance and the role of urban publics of strangers are differently approached in
urban ideals. These ideals address the normative question of how the city should function as a
setting for social interaction.
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1.2.2 Urban Ideals
In 1927 philosopher John Dewey emphasized that local community is where democracy must
happen so that people can become active and express issues of public concern. He even argues
that the local community can become a ‘Great Community’ in this way (Dewey 137-142). Today,
this ideal of a ‘Great Community’ has become quite unrealistic for most cities, if only because
of the diversity of inhabitants that all bring their own values and ideas. Despite of the diverse
public of inhabitants, many people still feel ‘at home’ in cities. Within urban public space, there
are specific places where one can find like-minded people. Sociologist Lyn Lofland introduced
the conception of the parochial domain, to describe these places. A parochial domain can be a
hangout for the local youth, a Turkish teahouse, a stand-up comedy theatre, or a café where one
can only listen to jazz music. In parochial domains, one takes part in collective practices and
rituals that one values. Although these domains are accessible to other people, they are not
always experienced as such because they are visited by a specific public (Lofland 10). Without
these parochial places, most people would probably feel lost within the fast rhythm of city.
Parochial domains differ from public domains, where people encounter each other mostly as
strangers. The ideal of the Great Community that John Dewey described, assigns a certain value
to public and parochial domains. Urban ideals answer the question of how we want to live
together in the city by means of a different distribution between public and parochial domains.
According to Martijn de Waal, one can roughly distinguish three urban ideals, namely a
communitarian, a libertarian and a republican perspective. These ideals allocate different roles
to public and parochial domains. The communitarian perspective envisions a city where all
citizens share a common culture and belong to locally based communities or publics. The city
can be understood as one parochial domain, or as an assemblage of more parochial domains
that exist on the level of the city’s neighbourhoods. Here, the public domain is a site where
citizens from various neighbourhoods interact and together make up the urban community at
large. An opposite urban ideal is the libertarian perspective. Here, the city is mainly understood
as a market place, both in economic and cultural terms. People with similar interests create a
multiplicity of publics, but there is not necessarily an overarching urban community in a
cultural or political sense. The cityscape can be mapped as a patchwork of various networks of
parochial domains, and most people have the freedom to live in their own domains with likeminded people. The public domain is then understood as sites where various parochial domains
overlap. However, this public domain is valued for its opportunities as a ‘cultural market place’,
where citizens can learn about other lifestyles, but it is not a site that binds all citizens together
in a community, nor is this necessarily thought desirable (De Waal Dissertation 311).
There is a third perspective that can be positioned between the communitarian and the
libertarian ideal. The republican ideal implies that citizens are free to choose how they want to
live, but they simultaneously have the duty to relate to other citizens. Parochial domains and
public ones are carefully balanced, and it is frowned upon when citizens fully retreat in their
parochial domains (312). In this scenario, the city can only be democratic when public domains
exist. Otherwise the city will fragment into groups of people who no longer relate to each other
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(311). This republican ideal is not focused on finding consensus, like the communitarian
perspective presupposes or the idea of the civil society might imply. The republican perspective
thus acknowledges the city as a space of friction, because of the diversity of (groups of) people
that inhabit it. It is a setting where people have to be able to agree to disagree. This
characteristic of urban life is most clearly conceptualized in the notion of agonism. It
emphasizes the potentially positive aspects of certain (but not all) forms of political conflict. It
accepts a permanent place for such conflict, but seeks to channel this positively. Political
theorist Chantal Mouffe uses the concept of ‘agonistic pluralism’ to think about democracy as
different from the traditional conception of democracy as a negotiation among interests.
According to Mouffe, most thought on democracy has in common the idea that the aim of a
democracy is the creation of a consensus, and that consensus is possible if people are only able
to leave aside their particular interests and think as rational beings. Mouffe argues that this is a
paradox because of the desire of an end to conflict and a simultaneous desire for people to be
free. Therefore, democracy must allow for the possibility that conflict may appear and provide
an arena where differences can be confronted (Mouffe 10-12).
Agonism appears in the city through the publics of familiar strangers that I have discussed
earlier. However, some form of dialogue is necessary in order for people to agree to disagree.
The social distance that according to Simmel allows us to cope with the fast rhythm of urban
life, should not have the character of a repression of tensions of heterogeneity in a democratic
city. Diversity, difference, heterogeneity of values and chaotic migrations are all part of urban
life. Anthropologist David Harvey argues that cities that cannot accommodate this will die,
either through ossification and stagnation or because they will fall apart in violent conflict. The
defining of a politics that can bridge the multiple heterogeneities without repressing
differences is one of the biggest challenges of 21st-century urbanization (Harvey 437–8).

1.2.3 The Global City
So far, we have looked at how publics of strangers emerge in (physical) urban public space and
how proximity and distance are important factors in shaping urban life. In fact, the way in
which proximity and distance are experienced, has changed because of developments of
urbanization, globalization and the rise of digital technologies. These developments have
resulted in what is conceptualized as the global city, a “node within a network of flows of
capital and labour” (Sassen The Global City 3-4). The global city is not demarcated by political
or national borders. Sociologist Saskia Sassen who coined the notion of the global city, argues
that this space is perhaps one of the most strategic spaces for the formation of transnational
identities and publics. The global city is both place-centered, because it is embedded in
particular and strategic locations, and at the same time it is transterritorial because it connects
sites that are not geographically proximate but still intensely connected to each other. In the
global city, international labour markets are constituted, and cultures from all over the world
are both de- and re-territorialized (Sassen Losing Control 220). Sociologist Manuel Castells
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argues that the global city should not be understood as a place, but as a process. Centers of
production and consumption and their ancillary local societies, are connected in a global
network on the basis of information flows (Castells 386). This global network has many political
consequences on a local level and transforms physical urban space and everyday life. In fact,
the global city entails a new geography of centrality and marginality, and creates new conflicts.
According to Sassen, metropolitan business centres have received massive investments in real
estate and telecommunications while low-income city areas are starved for resources (Sassen
The Global City 13). Global cities are thus marked by increasing inequities in income. These
income disparities translate into social disparities. According to Manuel Castells, the
articulation of the profit-making new elites, and the segmentation and disorganization of the
masses seem to be the twin mechanisms of social domination in our societies today. While
elites have access to global networks, most people have not, but they do experience the effects
of these networks in everyday life. Castells summarizes this by arguing that elites are
cosmopolitan, while people are local (Castells 415). The public of the elite is not assembled in a
geographical space, but by the use of new media.

1.2.4 Publics Need a Medium
In the first sections of this paragraph, I have explained how publics are traditionally formed in
urban public space. In the Moroccan bakery a heterogeneous public of costumers could be
found. But when we take a closer look, it seems that some of the customers are simultaneously
participating in other publics as well. In the back of the bakery, a middle-aged man reads the
newspaper The Volkskrant while drinking his espresso. At the table next to him, a girl reads a
fashion magazine. At the side of the desk, a young man uses his smartphone to ‘check in’ to the
bakery on Facebook. All three of them are not only customers of the bakery, but also the
‘public’ of a newspaper or magazine, or an online social network. These publics are not
assembled in physical space, but they are formed by different media. According to sociologist
Clive Barnett, media play a constitutive role in shaping who counts as a public and what counts
as a public matter. He argues that publicness should be understood as a process, it is
something people do, rather than a space they inhabit. If we understand public space as places
that provide opportunities to be seen and represent oneself to others, then all sorts of spaces
can serve this function. There is no good reason to suppose that streets and parks are
privileged public spaces (Barnett 9). As Cass Sunstein argues, other areas like mailboxes,
broadcasting stations and airports can be considered as “the modern equivalents of streets and
parks” (Sunstein 102). Anno 2013, we can add e-mail boxes and social media like Facebook to
this list. These places where publics emerge are not physical places at all. As Barnett states,
“they are stretched-out, complex networks of circulation” (10). According to Barnett, rather than
modeling public space on the idea of gathering in the presence of others, we should look at the
ways in which publics are convened through practices of dissemination (11). For example, the
middle-aged man that reads The Volkskrant in the Moroccan bakery is part of the public of this
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newspaper. This public is constituted by the dissemination of newspapers throughout the
country in the morning. A public is, therefore, not to be found anywhere special, it has no
proper place or an exemplary spatiality. Publics need infrastructures of communication and
patterns of social interaction (26).

1.2.5 Temporal Collectivity
Throughout this paragraph I have described how publics emerge in urban public space.
Everyday life in the city is characterized by encountering strangers, through processes of
proximity and distance. Here, one has to be able to agree to disagree, since a communitarian
ideal of the city as a community is not possible because of the great number and diversity of
inhabitants. Next, I have problematized physical urban space as a main space for urban publics
to emerge. Publics are highly formed by media (in the case of specific discourses) and by
networks such as the global city. What has become clear in all these kinds of urban publics, is
that they are temporal: they have to be enacted. The city can thus be understood as a space of
permanent friction, where new publics may emerge through the (temporal) enactment of
collectivity. An interesting example of such an urban public can be found at the Pont des Arts
in Paris.
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1.3 Urban Assemblages

Fig. 2 Padlocks at the Pont des Arts in Paris

1.3.1 Actor-Network Theory
While traversing the Seine at the Pont des Arts, one finds a spectacular collection of padlocks
that are locked to the railing of the bridge. When one takes a closer look at the padlocks, names
become visible. The padlocks are put there by lovers who sign the locks with their names. Then
they lock it to the railing and throw the key in the Seine. These railings with love padlocks have
emerged in many cities since the early 2000s. While tourists and other passers-by cross the
bridge, they are offered new padlocks by street vendors. A little industry has emerged because
of the phenomenon. These tiny objects are mediating an interesting network of lovers, tourists,
citizens and vendors. This network is physically articulated on the Pont des Arts, photographed
thousands of times a day, and distributed on the Internet. The bridge has become an interesting
urban assemblage of padlocks, people, and photo’s. These kinds of ‘networks’ of things and
people can be understood by the perspective of actor-network theory.
Instead of starting from an a priori separation between the human and the non-human,
actor-network theory focuses on relations between entities. Reality consists of ‘actants’, acting
entities that can be both human and non-human, that are connected through networks and
enter into relations with one another. Through this perspective, the meaning of ‘social’ is
reconsidered. Instead of a fixed meaning, ‘the social’ is a type of relation, and it exists through
associations of things that are not social by themselves.
It would actually be inaccurate to define actor-network theory as a theory, since it does not
aim at providing explanatory theoretical constructs for any particular state of affairs. It
involves rather a certain sensibility towards the active role of non-human actors in the
assemblage of the world. Objects, technologies, tools, institutions and people are not
understood as pertaining to different and incommensurable realms, but as mutually
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constituting each other in networks. Central principles in actor-network theory are radical
relationality, generalized symmetry and association (Farías 3).
According to Bruno Latour, who has introduced and spread the perspective of actor-network
theory, the perspective has some affinity with chaos philosophy and ethnomethodology,
because universality or order are not the rule, but the exceptions that have to be accounted for
(Latour 1998 1). This means that there is nothing between networks, they are not embedded in
something bigger. This has great implications for thinking about space. According to Latour, an
advantage of thinking in terms of networks is that one gets rid of the ‘tyranny of distance and
proximity’ (Latour 1998 1). Instead, physical distance and proximity are just one type of
network. On the Pont des Arts in Paris there is a temporary network of people and objects that
is located on the bridge. But these people and objects are simultaneously acting in other
networks as well. For example, the girl at the end of the bridge calls her boyfriend in
Amsterdam to ask if she should buy a padlock at the street vendor, in order to attach their
names to the bridge. Meanwhile, the street vendor sends a message to a friend, asking if he can
buy more padlocks at the wholesale. The bridge itself has become part of a global network of
love-lock bridges. Physical proximity are of no relevance in these networks. Instead, proximity
or distance in networks is defined by connectibility (Latour n. pag.). Actor-network theory also
changes what can be considered as small or large scale. According to Latour, a network is never
bigger than another one, it is simply longer or more intensely connected. There are no topdown or bottom-up processes. Instead of opposing a local and global view, the notion of the
network allows one to think of a global entity, “a highly connected one, which remains
nevertheless continuously local” (n. pag.). So, instead of opposing the individual level to the
mass, or the agency to the structure, actor-network theory follows how a given element
becomes strategic through the number of connections it commands, and how it loses its
importance when losing its connections (n.pag.). Finally, there is no ‘outside’ to a network, it is
simply made of connections. Spatial metaphors are thus reshuffled by the notion of the
network, and replaced by associations and connections. When one describes an actor-network,
this explanation becomes part of the network itself. It extends the network. Then, the nature of
history changes as well, since there is no division between things and their representations.

1.3.2 Urban Assemblages
When applying the idea of actor-network theory to the city, it is more useful to speak of the city
as a multiplicity of urban assemblages. An assemblage should be understood in the way that it
is described by Gilles Deleuze, namely as a multiplicity that is made up of many heterogeneous
terms and which establishes relations. Assemblages are constantly subject to transformation.
(Deleuze and Parnet 69, 82). In that sense, the city is a multiple object that is continuously
assembled at concrete sites of urban practice. Urban publics can be understood as assemblages
as well. People are put together through various combinations of devices, procedures, things,
and media. As an urban assemblage, the city is a ‘mecanosphere’. Ash Amin and Nigel Thrift use
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this concept to illustrate how the city is made up of both potential and actual entities,
associations and togetherness (78, 27). This way, the city becomes enacted as for example a
real-state market, a filmic scene or a place of collaborative art at the Pont des Arts in Paris. The
city is an assemblage of assemblages that are temporal. They have no essence, nor are they
logical outcomes of a fixed process. Some assemblages will be stabilized, like for example the
traffic signals that are located at intersections and do the same thing endlessly, quite
predictably (Bender 316). The city then consists of a combination of stabilized and destabilized
elements, and it is constantly in a double process of transformation and destruction,
reconstruction and decay. Or components can be transformed into a different assemblage, as I
will explain in the next chapter.
To summarize, actor-network theory can best be understood as a sensibility that encourages
“a highly developed sense of urban complexity, of the unities and disunities, of the stabilities
and instabilities, and especially the complex and heterogeneous networks of connection and
association out of which the city as a social and as a physical entity is formed and sustained”
(Bender 317).
Critique to actor-network theory states that it ignores the quite real socio-economic
inequalities throughout the world. By treating networks as neutral entities, actor-network
theory bypasses questions of unequal power (Bingham and Thrift 299). Latour replies to this
critique by arguing that actor-network theory is indeed completely indifferent in providing a
mode of human competence, because “the human, the self and the social actor of traditional
social theory are simply not on its agenda” (Latour n.pag.). According to Neil Brenner, David
Wachsmuth and David Madden, the analyses of urban assemblages would be more productive,
both intellectually and politically, if they were linked more explicitly to urban political
economy. They argue that the critique of political economy is arguably essential for
understanding how inequality is inscribed into urban environments. If this is not taken into
consideration, analyses of urban assemblages would be vulnerable to the “pitfalls of naive
objectivism and methodological localism” (Brenner, Madden and Wachsmuth 744).
Brenner, Madden and Wachsmuth state that if urban inquiry is to remain intellectually and
politically relevant, it must engage systematically with ongoing global capitalism and
urbanization. They admit that such research will be challenging, and that it requires diverse
conceptual and methodological tools. From their perspective, assemblage theory could and
should be melded productively with “the analytical frameworks and normative-political agendas
of geopolitical economy, to advance the development of a relentlessly critical urban theory in
the early 21st century” (748-749).
Consequentially, urban publics can be studies as assemblages of networks of actants, but
one has to take into consideration political and economic situations. One has to be careful with
the principal of radical symmetry of actants in networks. Actants are often politically and
economically motivated, which I will explain in the next paragraph. Here I will address the
discourse about the hybrid city. I will start the exploration at the first floor of a museum.
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1.4 What About the Hybrid City?

Fig. 3 A security camera in the Amsterdam Museum

In the Amsterdam Museum, many stories are being told about the city and its inhabitants over
the past centuries. Alongside maps and paintings, one finds videos and personal stories of
citizens about their dwelling place. The windows of the museum, which enable visitors to watch
the city in real-time, can be considered as an integral part of the experience. Because of these
windows, historical facts and objects can always be compared to the appearance of the city
today. While looking through the window at the first floor, one discovers another eye that is
carefully watching what happens outside the building. A security camera is positioned in a
particular place, at eye level of the museum visitor. What happens on the square is being
recorded. Meanwhile, at the other side of the museum, a watcher looks at the registration of the
camera on a TV screen, that is positioned next to many other screens of the same size.
Whenever something unusual happens, the watcher calls for the authorized personnel to take
action.
As I have explained in the last chapter about urban assemblages, not only people or
institutions have agency in shaping urban life, but non-human actors such as material objects
and technologies play an important role as well in complex urban networks. The security
camera in the museum shows how technology intervenes in physical public space, and
immediately alters the nature of this space. Instead of a square where one is free to act, it has
become a monitored space, which use is subjected to certain rules. Technologies thus shape
urban social interaction. I have already briefly mentioned the young man in the Maroccan
bakery that used his smartphone to ‘check in’ to the bakery on Facebook, through which he
participated in the public of this online social network, next to the public of customers in the
bakery. In this example, digital media allow for the emergence of new, networked publics, or
assemblages.
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Since the 1990s, wireless networks, digital technologies and mobile devices have increasingly
shaped the way in which cities are organized, both politically and socially. In the section about
the global city, I have addressed the fact that these global networks are only accessible to
certain elites, while most inhabitants of cities do not (yet) participate in these networks. The
global city is driven by efficiency and profit-making. This corresponds to a specific scenario of
the city, where technologies and networks are allocated a specific role for shaping urban life.
Martijn de Waal sketches two urban scenarios, namely the scenario of the smart city and the
social city scenario (De Waal De Stad als Interface 9). These scenarios provide a tool to grasp
some of the values that determine how technologies are deployed and who are involved in
using these technologies. At the one hand, there is the scenario of the smart city, that
advocates an urban environment that is particularly efficient, user-friendly and personalized.
Local governments and large technology companies already work together to organise urban
processes more efficiently. For example, sensor and network technologies help to optimize
transport and logistics and to measure and improve the quality of the environment. At the
same time, electronic loyalty cards and narrowcasting turn the city into a place for optimized
consumption (De Lange and De Waal 7).
At the other side, we find the social city scenario, where digital and mobile technologies are
consciously deployed as media for strengthening social relationships on a local scale. Here, new
media are considered to have capacities to reinforce relationships between citizens and allow
for a feeling of ownership in urban public space. A good example that resonates this
perspective is the blog I Love Noord, that has reinforced the strengthening of connections
between citizens that live in the city district of Amsterdam Noord. People use the blog to stay
informed about what happens in the neighbourhood, share their ideas about local activities and
discuss the challenges that Amsterdam Noord is facing (I Love Noord n. pag.).
Both the scenario of the smart city and the social city assume that digital networks and
technologies play a significant role in shaping urban life and change how people live together in
cities. These changes have been theorized in the discourse about the hybrid city. Here, urban
space is emphasized as an intermingling of physical space and digital space, such as wireless
networks, digital devices and mobile technologies. As we have seen in the example of the
security camera in the Amsterdam Museum, the medium of the camera turned the square into a
monitored zone. Rob Kitchin and Martin Dodge explain this phenomenon as code/space. They
state that our urban environment becomes more and more driven by software. Code/space
occurs when software and physical urban space become mutually constituted. They need each
other, like for example in the case of the check-in area at an airport. It is completely dependent
on code. If the software of the system would crash, the check-in area turns into a chaotic
waiting room. Code/space can be seen as an actor-network, with code as an actant. People in
urban environments are continuously surrounded by code/spaces. At the office for example,
one is dependent on applications such as word processing, spreadsheets, e-mail, and intranets.
In order to enter the office, you need a card with an RFID chip. To travel by public transport,
you need a similar card that is tracking you wherever you go. According to Kritchin and Dogde,
these omnipresent code/spaces lead to an age of ‘everyware’ (19).
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This ‘age of everyware’ becomes very tangible through mobile devices with wireless networks.
Smartphones are used to navigate through the city or participate in networked publics on social
media. New media are used within physical public space, but at the same time, a private space
emerges when one focuses on the ‘media space’. A question that arises then, is if physical
public space becomes merely a transitional space, and a backdrop for interaction via digital
networks. Kazys Varnelis argues that these networks of communication can constitute a
‘telecocoon’ (Varnelis 22). Urban publics that are assembled because of physical proximity
become more rare when people participate in publics via new media. Intimacy can be created at
a distance, and private meetings are interpenetrating public space. The girl at the Pont des Arts
in Paris consults her boyfriend in a phone conversation, whether or not to buy a love-lock. A
private domain enters the public domain of the bridge via a mobile network. In this sense, cell
phones can bee seen as ‘territory machines’ (Fujimoto 10).
A question arises whether or not these technologies can also be deployed to create new
publics that are involved in urban dialogues. Over the last years, there have been a lot of
experiments with locative media that establish new networks of publics. The notion of locative
media both refers to location aware technologies such as GPS, RFID and mobile devices, as the
application of these technologies. Marc Tuters and Kazys Varnelis have argued that there are
basically two kinds of locative media applications, namely tracing locative media – that allow
users to trace geographical locations – and annotative locative media – that are used to
annotate locations with information (Tuters and Varnelis 359). Both applications allow for a
different experience of the spatial environment. Online information is now often being linked to
the corresponding geographical coordinates. Pictures on Flickr are linked to a map of the place
where the photos were shot. With smartphones that are equipped with GPS one can annotate
places on the spot, or read the information that others have allocated to a specific place. An
application such as FourSquare allows users of public accessible places to review places like
cafes, cinemas or stations and make recommendations. The young man in the Maroccon bakery
was ‘checking in’ to the bakery by using a Facebook application. In this way, his friends would
know his current location, which makes it easier to meet those that are in the neighbourhood.
Subsequently, Kazys Varnelis argues that digital media are more and more associated with
physical places than with placeless information (Varnelis 33).
Some locative media applications prove to be solutions for specific urban challenges, such
as the Zipcar, that allows people with a chip-card to rent a car on the spot. Through this system
there is only one car needed for every twenty inhabitants, while otherwise all of them would
own their own cars. In this case, the application provides a clever solution that fits the ideal of
the smart city. Another example of a locative media application is Verbeterdebuurt, which
allows users to annotate a map of their neighbourhood with problems and ideas. These ideas
and problems are then send to the municipality. When ten other users confirm the problem or
consider the idea to be valuable, the municipality will take action. In this way, democracy is
stimulated on a small scale, by reducing the distance between the municipality and its
inhabitants. According to Tristan Thielman, these locative media generate a new ‘location
aware’ generation of people, who are familiar with the fact that ones location always
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corresponds to geographical coordinates (Thielman 2). This generation of people is
characterized by a high level of ‘a-whereness’ (Thrift 166).
However, it is quite unrealistic to speak of a whole location aware generation. In fact, the
users of these locative media correspond to a public that I have already described as the elite of
the global city. The largest part of the urban population does not use new media devices to
connect to global networks. So while some may speak of an age of ‘everyware’, not everyone has
the agency to participate and act in digital networks. Urban publics with access to smartphones
take part in a multiplicity of networked publics. In the case of the application Verbeterdebuurt,
these publics can even contribute together to improve local conditions. But meanwhile, mobile
devices can sometimes be considered as ‘telecocoons’ that emphasize a digital divide, an
inequality between people in terms of knowledge and access to digital technologies and
networks. As Manuel Castells has argued in regard to the global city, elites are cosmopolitan,
while people are local (Castells 415). While many cities have become hybrid in terms of digital
technologies that are highly shaping urban life, the agency over these technologies is not
obvious at all. When we address the hybrid city from the perspective of actor-network theory,
we can state that new urban publics emerge in the hybrid city. However, by looking at the
hybrid city from a political economy perspective, one could state that simultaneously – through
a digital divide – many urban publics are not assembled. I would like to argue here that new
kinds of connections should be made.
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1.5 Dividing Devices and Assembling Devices
In this chapter, I have investigated a varied scope of literature on urban publics. Urban publics
range from publics of familiar strangers, to the global city, parochial domains and public
discourses. Simultaneously, I have characterized the city as a space of friction where one is
often forced to agree to disagree. Cities somehow have to accommodate diversity and
differences. Urban publics exist in the temporal enactment of collectivities, that can be
understood as multiple urban assemblages that are connected to each other. Next to humans,
also objects and technologies form an important part of these networks. This has become clear
in the paragraph about the hybrid city, in which I have discussed new forms of publics that
emerge through digital networks. However, I have also argued that only a part of the urban
population participates in these digital networks. Mobile devices that are used in urban public
space, can sometimes be considered as ‘telecocoons’ and operate as dividing devices since they
emphasize a digital divide between urban residents. Simultaneously, dividing devices prevent
urban publics of physical proximity to emerge. Instead, dividing devices strengthen the
parochial domains of like-minded people.
I would like to argue here that – considering the social challenges that cities of today are
confronted with – new kinds of connections should be made that address the city as a diverse
public of familiar and unfamiliar strangers. These urban publics then, should be public in the
sense of accessibility because at least a large part of the urban population has to be able to
participate in these publics. They should have a low threshold to participate. These publics are
also public because they address a common ground of a public issue that is in theory addressed
to everyone. They are performative and temporal, since a public has to be enacted. In fact, this
kind of urban public has the form of an urban dialogue: a public enactment of an urban public
of strangers that is concerned with one or more public issues. Such dialogues often do not
emerge by themselves. As we have seen, actor-networks are only assembled because of the
connections that are made by actants. A question that arises is if and how media technologies
can be deployed to function as assembling devices that allow for urban dialogues.
In the last chapter of this thesis, I will analyse three examples of these kind of assembling
devices, in the form of urban media interventions. In order to understand how these
interventions can be grasped as assembling devices, I will first have to address two different
debates that are discussed in respectively media studies and art theory. As I will argue, urban
media interventions can be understood both as tactical media and dialogic art. What is
interesting, is that these discourses address some of the same objects and questions, but from
different (academic) perspectives. In order to understand the context and challenges of urban
media interventions, it is necessary to address these discourses in dialogue with each other. It
is time to take action.
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2. MODELS OF ACTION: INTERVENING IN THE CITY
2.1 Media, Art and Urban Publics

Fig. 4 This Area is Under 23 Hour Video and Audio Surveillance

2.1.1 Media of Mediation
In the Laumeier Sculpture Park in Saint Louis, one can stumble upon this signage that is
attached to one of the trees. It reads ‘this area is under 23 hour video and audio surveillance’.
One might think that the signage is a spelling-mistake. Of course it should read ’24 hour’. Or, if
this is not the case, one might be wondering which hour of the day the area is not being
monitored. Are the watchers behind the TV screens (like those in the Amsterdam Museum)
having a lunch break between 12 am and 1 pm? Or maybe it has to do with cutbacks of the
municipality.
In fact, the signage in the Laumeier Sculpture Park is an intervention by the artist Ahmet
Ögüt. In order to create this work, Ögüt took the standard security signage that can be found in
parking garages, banks, parks and other public places. He simply altered one single character,
the number four, so that it would read ‘this area is under 23 hour video and audio surveillance’.
Ögüt placed some of these signs in parks and other urban public places. As he explained in an
article in Artforum, the passing people mostly didn’t recognize the signage as an artwork,
because of the ready-made format. Usually, they considered it to be a mistake, that there had
been some administrative error. One person photographed the work and anonymously posted it
on the website of FAILblog. Ögüt explains: “By the time I saw the entry, people had already
submitted a slew of comments – all kinds of ideas about how or why that sign might have come
to be. This continued for a while, but eventually someone wrote that the text wasn’t a mistake,
but a work of art. All of the more interesting speculation immediately stopped.” (Ögüt 407).
What is striking here, is that a subtle artwork that is situated in a public park, is commented
on by users that are geographically located everywhere. The work instigated a discussion about
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surveillance cameras that were normally taken for granted. It should be noted that this dialogue
was only possible because of the fact that it was not recognized as a work of art in the first
place. Ögüt’s media intervention somehow managed to instigate an urban dialogue, an
enactment of an online public of strangers that addressed an urban issue. Ahmet Ögüt’s work
can be considered to be both a tactical media intervention (as I will explain in the next section),
but it is also an intervention that is subjected to discussions in art theory. The work shows that
art and technology, by the critical and creative use of media, can instigate the emergence of
new (urban) publics.
In 1936, Walter Benjamin explained that, with the technological reproduction of images, and
particularly with the rise of cinema, everyone in the crowd of big cities now lived under the
gaze of the camera. With the appearance of cinematic news, anyone could be filmed in the
street, and find in these emerging media the possibility of making him- or herself heard.
Benjamin drew from this that the traditional distinction between author and public would no
longer hold (Benjamin 246). When we look at the work of Ahmet Ögüt, we could argue that the
comments on the work at failblog.org (the public), have become an extension to the artwork.
Especially when we take the perspective of actor-network theory, we can say that the artwork
(as an actant) has established a scattered network of media and people. Today, not only
everyone can be filmed on the street, but those who can afford it are equipped with devices to
film and photograph everyday life themselves. Just like the person who posted a photo of
Ögüt’s work online. The fact that the artwork is positioned in a public park – and not in a
gallery – allowed the work to be discussed as an ambiguous object, both in the park itself as
online.
Philosopher Jacques Rancière emphasizes that many contemporary artists want to get out of
the museum and induce alterations in the space of everyday life, in order to generate new
forms of relations (Rancière 52). By turning a ready-made security signage into a fictional object
(after all, the area is not under 23 hour audio and video surveillance), Ögüt inserted friction into
the everyday experience of the park. Passers-by noticed the signage because of this alteration in
the space of everyday life. It might have made them aware of the ubiquitous technologies of
surveillance that are normally taken for granted. Urban public space is indeed an ideal setting
for this kind of art, according to philosopher Henk Oosterling. Next to art in public space (a
sculpture on a square) and art of public space (ornamentation of architecture), Oosterling
argues that the most interesting type of contemporary art is art as public space. This type of art
focuses on the process that urban public space can create, instead of inserting a fixed result.
Here, the role of the artist is to operate as a ‘networker’ or ‘mediator’. He causes interactions in
public space, that according to Oosterling only art is able to introduce (48-53).

2.1.2 Relational Aesthetics
Since the beginning of the 1990s, this type of art is most famously theorized by Nicholas
Bourriaud, who has extensively written about what he calls relational aesthetics. In the
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eponymous book, he argues that the role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and
utopian realities. Instead, artworks can be ‘ways of living’ and ‘models of action’ within existing
realities (Bourriaud Relational Aesthetics 13). This kind of art breaks with the tradition of
modern avant-garde art that has been developed during the 20th century, which was based on
the preconceived idea of historical evolution. According to Bourriaud, this art was intended to
show what a future world would look like. Today, art it is modelling possible universes. As
Bourriaud continues, “modernity extends into the practices of cultural do-it-yourself and
recycling, the invention of the everyday” (14). Instead of a setting up a space that one simply
walks through, relational art is presented as a period of time that has to be lived through, like a
discussion. It is concerned with human interactions and its social context, rather than asserting
an independent and private symbolic space (15). Bourriaud argues that this evolution of art
stems from the rise of a world-wide urban culture. Consequently, there has been an
urbanization of artistic experiments (15).
One particular example of a relational art practice is The Switch, a work by Jakob Jakobsen
in which an on/off switch was temporarily introduced into the circuit controlling the street
lighting for one dead end street in the Danish town of Vejle. Now, the act of switching the light
from one state to another had to be made locally and manually. It induced a consideration of
what effect the lighting of the street has on its uses. The simple act of placing a switch in urban
public space revealed how a technology like street lightning can be understood in many
different ways. Similar to the security signage of Ahmet Ögüt, the technology of street lightning
had suddenly become visible and an object of discussion. People disagreed on whether it was
better to switch the light on early to prevent criminality, or later in the evening to save
electricity. Residents were asking themselves the question of how to arrange the use of the
switch in a proper way, and if it would not be better to remove it (Jakobsen 19). Jakob Jakobsen
thus intervened into the urban assemblage of the street that consists of a network of
technologies, objects, people and behaviour patterns. He altered this assemblage by literally
altering connections, namely, the rewiring of the street lightning, that resulted in new
connections between the residents and their environment.
Similarly, Nicholas Bourriaud has argued that reality is in fact a simple montage, and that
the challenge of contemporary art resides in recomposing that montage. This way, art can be
understood as an editing computer that enables us to realize alternative, temporary versions of
reality with the same material, namely everyday life. Art then manipulates social forms,
reorganizes them and incorporates them in an original scenario, ‘deconstructing the script on
which their illusory legitimacy was grounded’ (Bourriaud Precarious Constructions 33). It is
about postproducing social realities. The artist de-programmes in order to re-programme,
suggesting that there are other possible ways to use techniques and tools that are at our
disposition (34). Philosopher Félix Guattari argued that new media could lead to a real
reactivation of collective sensibility and intelligence, but that we should not expect a miracle
from these technologies, since it will all depend on the capacity of groups of people to take
hold of them, and apply them to appropriate ends (263). According to Guattari, refusing the
status of mainstream media, combined with a search for new social interactivities would

25

already constitute an important step on the way to a remake social practices (272). Exactly
these ideas are the underlying principles of what emerged in the 1990s under the umbrella of
tactical media.

26

2.2 Tactical Media and Organized Networks
2.2.1 The Tactics of Everyday Life
It is difficult to define the concept of tactical media, since it has always been a volatile practice
and it has never been a movement. However, tactical media could be considered as a specific
fusion of art, politics, technologies and media. This interdisciplinary practice arose when media
production and distribution tools (like handheld camera’s) became cheap and easily accessible
(Kluitenberg 8). The Internet and the World Wide Web that were becoming increasingly
accessible in the 1990s, stimulated the development of these practices even more. One of the
key characteristics of tactical media is participation. Tactical media interventions often create
frameworks that are open for everyone. An important contribution to the development of
tactical media as a practice and theory are the Next 5 Minutes events that were held in De Balie
in Amsterdam, that brought together independent activists, artists, media practitioners,
students, scholars and theorists in an attempt to delineate this emerging style of media practice
(Lovink The ABC of Tactical Media 3).
The notion of ‘the tactical’ has its origins in the influencing book The Practice of
Everyday Life (1984) of Michel de Certeau. In this book, De Certeau analyzes how ordinary
people operate within the regulated systems that are oppressed to them. Our cities are sites of
silent and almost continual conflict between the strategy of imposition by authorities and the
tactics of creative use by the ordinary man. Strategies can be understood as the tools of the
powerful, while tactics are the art of the weak. The strength of strategies lies in their ability to
establish a physical place where power relationships are performed. Tactics on the other hand
depend on a clever utilization of time in particular circumstances, to undermine the
foundations of power (xix). As De Certeau states, “a tactic thus, is a calculated action. The space
of the tactic is the space of the other, thus it must play on and with a terrain imposed on it and
organized by the law of a foreign power. It makes use of the opportunities the terrain of the
other presents, and introduces some play into the foundations of power” (xix).
Probably the most well known part of the book is ‘Walking in the City’. Here, De Certeau
describes someone’s walk through Manhattan in New York City. He discusses walking as a tactic
of escaping the dominant culture. He believes that walking permits voyeurism and observation
to fragment and disrupt the immobile order of the urban environment. To him, the city is a
network of ‘nowheres’ seeking a proper place. The ‘flâneur’ that walks the streets appropriates
the geographical system of the city in a way similar to how speech appropriates language.
Although the ordinary man does not have the power to change these systems, he is still free to
use them in different ways. Consequently, De Certeau makes a distinction between place and
space: “A place is an instantaneous configuration of positions. It implies an indication of
stability. (...) space is composed of intersections of mobile elements. (...) In short space is a
practiced place.” (117). The tactical use of our environment thus constantly transforms places
into spaces. What can be learned from the analysis of De Certeau, is that when one does not
have what one wants, one must (tactically) use what one has. So, within regulating systems,
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diversionary practice remains possible.
In The ABC of Tactical Media, Geert Lovink – who coined the term tactical media - explains
that the awareness of this tactical/strategic dichotomy of De Certeau helped to name a class of
producers who were all aware of the value of these kinds of temporary reversals in regulating
systems. They were critically using media, and turned them into practices that were
performative, pragmatic and never perfect (Lovink 2). Tactical media is all about making
temporal connections between people, here and now. Instead of making proposals for the
future, it explores what one can do on the spot with the media one has access to (3). According
to Felix Stalder, tactical media evanished as a movement and self-aware network of people and
projects around 2005. However, much of the practices continue to the present day, and will
likely to continue much longer, but they are no longer consciously named or understood by
these practitioners as tactical media (Stalder 1).
In fact, tactical media seem to be driven by the same points of departure and assumptions
as relational art. The discourse about both fields emerged at the beginning of the 1990s. From a
media studies perspective, tactical media were breaking with mainstream (broadcasting) media,
while, from an art theory perspective, relational art was breaking with what can be considered
as autonomous art. One could say that both the field of tactical media and relational art
emphasized the importance of foregrounding social relationships. Both are truly participative in
nature; they invite a public to join the intervention or artwork, like the example of Jakobsen’s
The Switch. Furthermore, tactical media as well as relational art are both characterised by a
temporal nature. They happen. They are mostly volatile practices. Finally, both fields emerged
from urban culture, often by critically reflecting upon urban everyday life. I will address these
characteristics more extensively in my analyses of the case studies that will follow in the next
chapter.
It has to be stated that, despite the fact that many practices can be considered to be both
tactical media interventions and relational art practices, the discourses and debates that
evolved around the two fields focused on quite different aspects of these practices. These
discourses do not overlap, they are not in conversation with one another. In order to be able to
understand how urban media interventions allow for urban dialogues (the main question of this
research), I need to address two debates that focus on the challenges of respectively tactical
media and relational art.

2.2.2 The Paradox of the Tactical
Tactical media interventions more and more encounter the dilemma of competing with media
that also appear as ‘tactical’. We could argue that today, tactics appear as the norm, since they
are appropriated by dominant networked media like social media such as Facebook. Here,
everyday practices are “folded into flexible formations governed by logics of possession and
profit” (Dieter 187). Tactics are being used by institutions that De Certeau ones described as
strategic. But if tactical is the norm, than it is hard to stand out among this multiplicity of
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media utterances.
Although the fact that the short-lived flexible nature of tactical media can still be
considered to be their strength, it has always been their weakness too. Tactical media intervene,
and then disappear. How to scale them up and bring them to the next level? Geert Lovink and
Ned Rossiter proposed the scenario of ‘organized networks’, hybrid arrangements that lie
somewhere between tactical media and proper institutional structures. Here the challenge is to
scale up the otherwise short-lived projects to allow for more long-term alternatives to be
established. This process of instituting networks, involves a movement toward the strategic
rather than tactical dimension (Rossiter 23). At the same time, the fact that tactics are temporal
is not to dispense with tactics, since tactics are the source of renewal. Without the tactical,
organized networks collapse into stasis (23). Lovink and Rossiter see organized networks as a
proposal to bring tactical media to the next level.
Organized networks do not exist yet and maybe they will never really be established. One of
the problems of online networks, is that they too easily turn into a parochial domain of likeminded people. What is crucial is that online networks like blogs, have a logic of links. As
Lovink and Rossiter state “On blogs, the enemy is never present, never visible, since the
network of the blog is the link, and the link is the friend. The fact that I do not link to you
remains invisible. The unanswered email is the most significant one.” (5). A blog thus is not
really open to others. One can comment, but one can not post. Comments might even be
deleted by the owner of the blog. Social media are even less open, since information (apart from
basic data like your name and profile picture) is only being shared within the network of one’s
friends. According to Rossiter and Lovink, this kind of software refuses antagonism. They
operate as filter mechanisms, and simultaneously establish networks of like-minded people.
Online one finds a multiplicity of online networks that do not overlap or meet each other. These
media and software actually operate as dividing devices. They do not show what is not linked to.
There is no place for disagreement, and it is even rare to agree to disagree. One does not
encounter strangers in social networks. On Facebook, when someone sends you a friend
request, the application asks you whether or not you know this person outside of Facebook too.
When you invite someone at LinkedIn, the application asks you how you have met this person,
or where you have been working together. If someone is not your friend or your colleague, it
asks you to enter the e-mail address of this person. Otherwise you will not be connected to him
or her.
These networks create worlds of consensus. Where is the struggle? It can be concluded that
contemporary online networks such as blogs and social media do not correspond with the idea
of the organized network. According to Rossiter and Lovink, the outside of strangers that might
disagree with one another always plays a constitutive role in determining the direction, shape
and actions of the organized network (Rossiter and Lovink 6).
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2.2.3 The Art of Networking Tactics
In this paragraph, I have explained the strengths and weaknesses of tactical media. Tactical
media interventions can be powerful temporary disruptions, but they disappear equally fast as
they appeared. Furthermore, the tactical seems to become the norm instead of the exception,
which is shown by online media such as social networks. Ned Rossiter and Geert Lovink have
proposed the scenario of organized networks to deal with the constraints of tactical media.
However, as they admit themselves, organized networks are quite likely to retain the status of
the what-if-scenario. One of the reasons is that online networks all too easily become parochial
domains of like-minded-people that link to each other, but not to strangers. The question then
appears, how to make use of the possibilities of tactical media interventions, and somehow
scale them up?
This is not an easy question to answer. In my opinion, it will be very hard to somehow
breach the logic of online networks as parochial domains. Online, one is most likely to find
what one is looking for. By the logic of search engines like Google. Or social media where one
only encounters the opinions of friends. These are not spaces for antagonism, as Rossiter and
Lovink have justly pointed out.
On the other hand, tactical media are equipped to address the city as a space of friction,
because, someone that applies tactics, by definition operates within the space that is oppressed
to him. Tactical media is about addressing publics as strangers, that might not agree with each
other. Social, political and economic realities can only be addressed and changed when
opponents somehow encounter one another. I would like to argue that urban tactical media
interventions might offer the opportunity to assemble a public of strangers that may allow for
urban dialogues. From these urban publics of strangers, urban media interventions might
disseminate within parochial domains. Stories are shared via social media, or discussed at
home, at school or in other parochial places. This way, they might be copy/pasted, and pop up
elsewhere, where they again have the chance to be scattered in parochial domains. So for
example, when I blog about an urban media intervention, someone in Mexico City might be
inspired to undertake a similar intervention. In this way, urban media interventions might
become extensive actor-networks, or urban assemblages that transcend the locality of the
intervention. This too should be considered as a scenario, but I think it is important to
acknowledge and combine the power of tactics and online networks to make a difference. This
does not mean that researching the possibilities for organized networks is not an important
task, but when we look at the way in which online networks are assembled today, this scenario
of ‘networked tactics’ might be more plausible for this moment.
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2.3 Dialogic Art and Participation

Fig. 5 Où Sont Passés les Cadenas du Pont des Arts?

2.3.1 Où Sont Passés les Cadenas du Pont des Arts?
In May 2010, the Town Hall in Paris expressed concern over the growing number of love-locks
on the Pont des Arts. According to the municipality, they were raising problems for the
preservation of the architectural heritage. A few weeks later, the padlocks at the Pont des Arts
mysteriously disappeared during the night of 11 May 2010. The administration denied
responsibility. The answer to the mystery was found quite unexpectedly after a few weeks,
when a new exhibition opened in the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. A student had made a
sculpture with all the little sawed padlocks. The reason for the student to steal and break the
padlocks was to challenge the tradition, which he considered to be insane and sentimental.
After the padlocks were gone, they immediately began appearing on the Pont de l'Archevêché.
But as we have seen in the first chapter, today, the Pont des Arts is already filled up with lovelocks again.
On a French weblog that describes the artwork, many comments were posted. Some people
were simply surprised by the fact that the padlocks were used for an artwork, others were very
agitated and angry with the artist. One contributor cynically stated that the action confirmed
that the student was a ‘real artist’. Others defended the collaborative artwork of all the lovers
that have put their lovelocks at the bridge, that had become part of urban life in Paris (Gautier
n.pag.)
The example nicely illustrates a debate that has emerged in art theory over the last twenty
years. The book Relational Aesthetics by Nicholas Bourriaud, that I discussed in the first
paragraph of this chapter, made discursive and dialogic art practices appear more and more in
museums and galleries. Up until the early 1990s, this kind of art was hardly recognized by the
art world, while today it has become a genre in its own right (Bishop Artificial Hells 2).
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Simultaneously, Bourriaud’s art theory also catalyzed a critically informed discussion around
participatory art practices. The artworks that were being discussed in these debates were
described as conversational, participatory, public and dialogical. These works are audiencecentred and required the artist to relinquish some degree of control and autonomy (3).
In 2004 Grant Kester coined the term ‘dialogical’ in order to describe these artworks,
because quite a number of contemporary artists and art collectives had defined their practice
around the facilitation of dialogue among diverse publics. Here, artists had become ‘context
providers’ rather than ‘content providers’. (Kester Conversation Pieces 1) For these artists
dialogue itself has a fundamentally aesthetic value (13).
Art theorist Claire Bishop disagrees with this idea of a dialogical aesthetic. Instead, Bishop
challenges the implication of dialogic art that a work is strong if the collaboration or
intervention is successful. She argues that this ‘self-sacrifice’ of the (autonomous) artist for a
social-political good may weaken, rather than strengthen the impact of an artwork (Bishop The
Social Turn 183). According to Bishop, the most effective public art has a strong authorial voice
and should be confrontational, confusing, provocative or uncomfortable. It should raise
questions rather than attempt to provide answers (183). Bishop differentiates between these
‘aesthetic projects’ and ‘activist works’, which she describes as predictable, benevolent, and
ineffectual (qtd. in. Kester The One and the Many 31). In contrast, Grant Kester argues that
dialogical processes and co-laboring may transform participants’ views, through a generative
process of design and creation (90).
When is a project is truly successful? Should the work by judged primarily by its ethical or
aesthetical qualities? Should the work be focused on the assembling of a public? Is it more
important to astonish people? Or to make them aware of public issues by shocking them?
According to artist and theorist Suzanne Lacy, the current emphasis on success or failure of
dialogic art should be shifted to a critical evaluation of the value of the project. In her opinion,
intentionality, accountability, and effectiveness in bringing about dialogic exchange should be
evaluated, as well as the aesthetic-cultural vision of the work and its execution (Lacy 170).

2.3.2 Artistic Imagination and Participation
In the case of the Pont des Arts in Paris, one can say that the collaborative artwork of love
padlocks can be understood as naïve or at least romantic, but on the other hand, destroying the
padlocks and sneaking them into an exhibition space, mainly created outrage instead of
wonder. In between ‘shocking people’ and simply assembling them, there are alternatives. An
important challenge for contemporary artists is to merge artistic imagination with processes of
participation. It is about finding the right balance between directing and allowing participants
to act themselves. Artists need to create a framework that is both solid and flexible. Only then,
dialogical art can be both striking and open, and instigate interesting urban dialogues.
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2.4 Urban Dialogues: Tactical and Dialogical
In this chapter, I have addressed both the opportunities and the challenges for tactical media
interventions and dialogic art practices to allow for urban publics to emerge. In order to
successfully assemble urban publics, media interventions should find a right balance between
being open and directed, and operate tactically within the existing space of everyday life to
connect strangers. If so, they can lead to urban dialogues wherein strangers confront and
converse with each other. These dialogues might spread across online networks, as networked
tactics, in order to become more extensive urban assemblages. These interventions exist as long
as a dialogue is ongoing. Otherwise it stops. Or maybe someone will stumble upon some traces
of documentation, and starts off a dialogue again.
Now it is time to take a look at concrete practices. There are a number of questions that
arise in order to analyze these urban media interventions.
In what kind of urban contexts do they operate?
How long do they last?
What kind of media and technologies are used?
What role do these media play?
Do the interventions operate as assembling devices?
Or can they be seen as dividing devices as well?
What kind of publics are assembled?
Do they instigate urban dialogues?
How do publics get articulated, how do they become visible?
Are the interventions merely tactical or are they somehow strategic as well?
How open and participative are they?
Are they carefully directed and scripted?
Which common ground or public issue do they address?
What is the scale upon which these interventions operate?
What kind of urban scenarios do they propose?
How are these interventions documented and disseminated?
How can we grasp the urban assemblages that they constitute?
In the next chapter I will investigate three urban media interventions: Give Me Back My Broken
Night, Saving Face and INSIDE OUT. After I have analysed these practices, I will conclude this
thesis by answering the question how urban media interventions, that operate in today’s cities,
allow for urban dialogues.
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3. URBAN MEDIA INTERVENTIONS: THREE CASE STUDIES
3.1 Urban Storytelling: Give Me Back My Broken Night

Fig. 6 Give Me Back My Broken Night in Guimaraes

Give Me Back My Broken Night is a theatrical guided tour using pervasive technology, which
asks participants to collaboratively imagine the future of their city. It is an interactive theatre
piece that is scripted in a very interesting way. While walking through the city, site-specific
‘science fictions’ are being told using a combination of location sensitive mobile devices,
portable projectors and actors, to create a cinematic and relevant experience for participants.
Unlike conventional tours or historic walks, Give Me Back My Broken Night is a tour of the
future. In has been produced in a collaboration between Duncan Speakman (of Product of
Circumstance) and Uninvited Guests, two groups that create cinematic experiences and
performances.
The first edition of Give Me Back My Broken Night was held in Guimaraes in Portugal.
Groups of participants gathered at a square, where an actor welcomed each group and supplied
the participants with a mobile device, a blank folded paper map and a micro projector to hang
around their neck. Then the actor started to guide them on a walk through the future city of
Guimaraes. Along the way one could hear science-fiction stories about this imagined city, both
utopian and dystopian possibilities. At certain sites, the groups stopped to narrate their own
version of the future of the city. The actors asked the participants what they would like to see
at that specific site. As the participants described their visions, while holding the blank paper
map, these imagined buildings immediately appeared on this map as a series of glowing lines.
An illustrator continuously eavesdropped them, via a microphone that the guide secretly
carried, while drawing the imagined future cities that the participants described. At the end of
the walk, the groups returned to a theatre to meet the other participants that walked the city.
Here, the individual drawings of the imaginings were projected as one image. Next, the
participants described, debated and shared their visions for the future. By means of this
dialogue, the participants had to come to some sort of an agreement. Otherwise, they had to
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agree to disagree. The project is a very literal dialogue between citizens about the future of
their city, in the setting of the city of today. Because of the media technologies that are
deployed, people create conversation pieces in the form of their maps of the future that are
being drawn by the illustrator. What is interesting here, is that the participants themselves do
not actively use these media at all. Instead, they walk across the city with other citizens and
talk about how they would like the city of the future to be, while holding a blank piece of paper.
Media technologies are almost invisibly integrated into the experience of the intervention,
which makes it quite magical. One of the participators emphasizes that when you picture
something in your head, it often stays there. When you see it being digitally drawn on a piece of
paper, it makes you feel that this scenario is coming to life and that it is a real possibility. It
allows you to engage with your ideas in a very different way (Give Me Back My Broken Night n.
pag.).

Fig. 7 Illustration Give Me Back My Broken Night

Give Me Back My Broken Night is both consciously directed and very open and participative. By
literally guiding the participants through a city of the future, they are offered a framework in
which they can imagine this future themselves. They have to explain their ideas to the other
members of the group, and afterwards discuss them in response to the imaginary maps that
they have created along the way. It merges a quite poetic experience with a hands-on dialogue
about the city. Media are tactically used. The intervention is reminiscent of the ‘tactics’ as
explained by Michel de Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life. One has to operate within the
(strategic) immobile order of the city, for example by walking through the urban environment.
Although one does not have the power to change the urban environment directly, one is still
free to use it in different ways. For example, by collectively imagining the future of the city and
its inhabitants. By adopting the role of urban planners, the participators all interact on the
same level with each other: everyone is asked to envision his or her own future city, and has to
negotiate about this vision together with the other group members in a playful way.
In my opinion, the intervention can operate in very many different contexts. The
intervention creates a cinematic and immersive experience, that can be part of a theatre
festival, but it can also be deployed as a social project to strengthen relations between residents

35

in a particular neighbourhood. The project thus lends itself to operate as an assembling device
to create new urban publics that discuss the future of their dwelling place. It would be
interesting to see whether or not people would more easily agree on their visions for the future
then about everyday life today. Maybe Give Me Back My Broken Night will be copied by other
groups that use the same ingredients (small beamers, blank maps, guides and an illustrator) to
create similar experiences.

Fig. 8 Give Me Back My Broken Night in Guimaraes
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3.2 Urban Installation: Saving Face

Fig. 9 Saving Face

The installation Saving Face by the artist duo Lancel & Maat, shows us a temporary identity on
an urban screen that transforms when a new participant touches his or her face while looking
into the camera. The installation is a statement about the use of public space. By touching your
own face, your image is captured by a camera and slowly appears on an urban screen. In this
way, you contribute to a networked identity; the image of your face merges with all the faces
that are uploaded to the installation earlier that day. This assembled identity is not a traceable
or verifiable person. This person is no one, and everyone at the same time.
Saving Face uses facial recognition software, a network and software to combine the
uploaded faces. The installation can be used on its own, to fuse the images of faces of one
specific place – such as a public square – but it can also be used as a network of urban screens
in different cities, whereby the participants ‘meet’ each other at a distance via the collage of the
different faces. The temporary identity that emerges, is being sent as a networked passport to
the participants online.
The installation stimulates to critically reflect upon visibility and privacy, and the trust we
put in devices that are capturing and influencing our behaviour. As I have mentioned in the
first two chapters, one is surrounded by cameras in the urban environment all the time.
Although urban public space might be publicly accessible, it generates a lot of information
about passers-by that one normally has no access to. Saving Face reacts on this hybrid city with
omnipresent networked surveillance and identification technologies. It alters the ‘code/space’
of a monitored square into a meeting place, by reprogramming the operating software.
The title of the work is well chosen, because it refers not only to the capturing and ‘saving’
of your identity in databases, but it also reflects on creating an ideal self-image, like people
tend to do online with social media such as Facebook. Although you can supervise a part of this
networked identity, there is also a part that you cannot control. Other people can upload
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images of you and put them online. Saving Face lets you experience in a very physical and
tactile way what it means to release personal information, such as an image of your own face.
As a participant, the contribution of this image is literally in your own hands. The act of
touching one’s face highly contrasts the way in which private information is normally
unconsciously supplied to online networks and surveillance systems.

Fig. 10 Saving Face

Next to the personal experience of adding your picture to the urban screen, the installation
operates as a catalyst to meet strangers. The image of this urban public, namely the merged
face of faces, operates as a mediator between the people that are present at this square. It can
literally be understood as an assembling device. By assembling the faces of the participants,
they are already articulated as an urban public who share the same square. To what extend can
one trace back the individual faces of the participants? Is it a beautiful face? Would you like to
meet this assembled persona in person if that would be possible? Other questions could
emerge as well. One might be wondering whether there are other cameras secretly installed on
the square that registrate what is happening.
Just like the urban media intervention Give Me Back My Broken Night that I have discussed
in the last paragraph, Saving Face can also operate in different contexts in order to assemble
different kinds of publics. It would be interesting to see whether the outcome of the
assemblages of faces would differ very much from one place or the other. How does the ‘face’
of a business district differ from the face of a square in a suburb? Or maybe they do not differ
so much from each other at all. Unlike Give Me Back My Broken Night, where publics of
strangers are assembled in physical space to collaboratively design a proposal for a future city,
Saving Face does not determine how people converse with one another on the square. In theory,
people might upload their pictures individually, without discussing the installation with others.
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While the interaction with the installation is carefully scripted and has a clear result, the
interaction between participants can have all sorts of forms. Some people might simply enjoy
adding their picture to the installation, and see how it transforms into another face. Others
might prefer to observe the installation from a distance, and judge it with friends. Maybe some
people will ask strangers to participate, because they are curious about how the assembled face
will transform by the contribution of these people. In any case, Saving Face radically intervenes
in urban public space, by adding new relations between passers-by.
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3.3 Urban Collaborative Art: INSIDE OUT

Fig. 11 INSIDE OUT at Times Square, New York

The INSIDE OUT project is an ongoing global multimedia participatory art project initiated by
the artist JR in 2011. The project started after JR was announced as the winner of the 2011 TED
Prize for his photographs that are put into urban public spaces as large posters. JR wanted to
include a global public in his artistic process and transform their messages of personal identity
into pieces of artistic work. People across the world can now participate in the INSIDE OUT
project by creating portrait pictures of people that express a specific message. As JR has stated,
now he just operates as the printer (INSIDE OUT n. pag.)
The concept of the INSIDE OUT project implies that self-made portrait pictures are pasted as
large monochrome posters in the public space of people’s local environment. The project is
open to any subject that people consider to be important. In order to participate, one needs to
organize a group action by gathering five or more people around a same statement. One has to
make portrait pictures of the participators that express the statement through their facial
expressions. Only one person is allowed per portrait. Next, one can upload these pictures to the
website of the INSIDE OUT project, and they are printed at the studio of JR in New York into 36
by 53 inch posters. These posters are shipped to the group in order to coordinate and exhibit
the posters together in public space. One is encouraged to put them in the most publicly visible
location possible (n. pag.).
The INSIDE OUT project asks for donations of 20 US dollars per poster, but since this
amount is out of reach for many people, the price is reduced (or free) based on funds and
global geographical equality. In order to get more people involved in the project, JR has also set
up four large photo booths that are temporarily staged in different cities across the world.
These photo booths make the process more immediate. Participants receive their posters as
soon as the pictures are taken. There has also been a roving photo booth truck to take photos
in Israel and in the West Bank (n. pag.).
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In some cases, the group actions have involved a real risk. In Russia for example, gay rights
activists that protested with the images were briefly imprisoned in Moscow. From the start, the
project is used for political activism in many contexts. In Georgetown, Guyana for example, 601
portraits show the eyes of Guyanese children who have witnessed violent acts against their
mothers, their sisters, or themselves. In Caracas, Venezuela, 220 portraits show mothers who
have lost a child because of violence (Inside Out Project n.pag.).

Fig. 12 INSIDE OUT in Caracas, Venezuela

The INSIDE OUT project has established a worldwide network of participators that are
connected by the format of monochrome posters of expressive pictures. The website plays an
important role in the process, because it is used as a medium to actually print new pictures,
and also because all group actions are collected here. The website includes a map where one
can find all the group actions that have been realized so far. Every group action has its own
webpage including the statement that is expressed, the location and a picture of the pictures
that are pasted in public space. The website therefore functions as an assembling device, that
connects all local publics to a global public of online visitors, that can read their stories.
The project is so powerful and successful, because the format of expressive portrait posters
in public space is universally understood. It appears to be a language that everyone is able to
speak. By introducing a simple set of rules (to choose a statement, to take portrait pictures and
to paste them as posters in public space), the artist JR has created a framework that can be
used for all kinds of purposes. People can express their joy, anger, anxiety, euphoria,
disappointment, pride, or sadness. Their statements can be very general, or address specific
events or abuses. Through the medium of photography, it has in fact become a powerful tool to
create a subjective map of the world of today, since so many different countries and groups
have already participated in the project. The camera itself can thus be considered as an
assembling device as well, or sometimes as a weapon to expose serious problems. The project
visibly and tactically intervenes in (mostly urban) public space. But as a whole, it is not a
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tactical volatile practice: the project has become a global network of ‘do-it-together’ art
practices. April 2013, a film about the project has been released to show the value of this
kaleidoscopic collaborative art project (INSIDE OUT n. pag).

Fig. 13 INSIDE OUT in Kabul, Afghanistan

INSIDE OUT assembles publics of people on different scales. First it invites people to start a
group action, that turns their environment into a public exhibition. This exhibition of
photographs then, operates as an assembling device to create new publics of strangers that
encounter the posters, hear about their stories and may support or reject the project.
Furthermore, the local exhibitions are connected to one another via the medium of the website,
in order to reach a global public. Urban dialogues therefore may emerge at different levels and
in different contexts.
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3.4 Urban Media Interventions as Assembling Devices

In the last chapter of this research, I have examined three examples of very different urban
media interventions that operate in today’s cities. All three of them are participative works of
art that assemble urban publics of strangers in a collective experience. They all operate on a
different scale, by means of a variety of media. Give Me Back My Broken Night uses micro
beamers, eavesdropping devices, a drawing application and mobile devices, in a setting of a
guided walk through the city and a discussion in a local theatre. It is a carefully orchestrated
immersive theatre piece, but it is simultaneously open and entirely shaped by the contribution
of the participants. The work deliberately sets up an urban dialogue, by a collaborative
speculation about the future of the city. This is a public issue that addresses all urban users,
and serves as a common ground upon which a substantive dialogue is being built. At the same
time, Give Me Back My Broken Night is a very poetic experience, that temporarily links
participators into a public of people that pretend to be urban planners. It is a tactical and
volatile intervention that operates within the physical public space of the city, but leaves no
traces. It would be interesting to see how it will evolve and change when applied in different
contexts. The piece requires quite a lot of effort and time from the participants, but is has a low
threshold in terms of economic means or knowledge. A wide audience is able to participate. So
far, Give Me Back My Broken Night took place only in a few cities, but one can imagine that
when the idea (for example in the form of the online video) is spread in online networks, people
might copy the concept and use the same media to create a similar experience. This way, the
assemblage of the intervention would grow, as new events will become part of the (actor-)
network of Give Me Back My Broken Night.
The installation of Saving Face makes use of quite different media, and manifests itself as a
large urban screen and installation in urban public space, that is hard to avoid when one passes
it. Saving Face has invented a particular kind of scripted interaction with the installation, where
one touches his or her face in order to contribute a picture of ones face to the urban screen. By
merging these pictures, an image of a ‘networked identity’ of all contributors emerges. While
the physical interaction is carefully scripted, the kind of urban publics that it creates can vary.
It can be used as a playful tool, but can also be understood as a critical reflection upon today’s
surveillance technologies and online networks, that unnoticed capture and store personal data.
The INSIDE OUT project also uses the camera to capture the portraits of participants. But
here, the rules are quite different. In fact, the artist has simply set up a couple of guidelines,
and by following these, one can participate in the project. A group of people can send their
portrait pictures that express a statement of choice to the studio in New York, where the
images are printed as posters and shipped back to the group. By placing the pictures in public
space, they become part of the network of local group actions of INSIDE OUT. The interventions
of these posters result in different kinds of urban dialogues. They can be judged with wonder
or with anger. Often, the pictures refer to statements and stories that are politically and
emotionally motivated. The language of these monochrome posters of portraits is universally

43

understood, which makes it such a powerful project. The website of INSIDE OUT and the
camera as a medium are used as assembling devices to create urban publics at different scales.
All three interventions in one way or another script the participants to engage with the
intervention. In every intervention, the participants are addressed as a specific urban public,
respectively as fake urban planners and experts about the future city, as the urban public of a
certain square, or as a local group of people that shares and expresses a specific statement. By
the enactment and articulation of these urban publics, in the form of a collaborative design for
the future city, a face of a networked identity, or a collage of monochrome posters in public
space, an urban dialogue is established and visualized. The imagination of the artists, together
with a clever use of specific media devices and networks, can turn the city from an assemblage
of strangers into temporary urban publics that collaborate together.
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CONCLUSION
Along this thesis, I have tried to paint a picture of the city as a complex, dynamic and multiple
object, that is manifested in temporary urban publics. I have explained that these publics
emerge because of physical proximity and distance between strangers, common issues, digital
technologies and global networks. These publics can be grasped as actor-networks, that
constitute the city as an ‘assemblage of assemblages’, a mecanosphere and a hybrid city. I have
also argued that digital devices such as smartphones sometimes operate as dividing devices,
since they do not address the city as a public of strangers, but constitute networked publics
that can be considered as parochial domains. Consequentially, I have argued that new
connections should be made, in order to develop urban dialogues; publics of strangers that
address a public issue together. Media technologies and networks that sometimes operate as
dividing devices, can also be deployed as assembling devices, to create new urban publics.
Urban media interventions can be understood as such assembling devices, by a tactical and
creative use of media. Both the field and discourses about tactical media and dialogic art have
addressed the challenges of urban media interventions, each from their own perspective as part
of media studies or art theory. I have explained that urban media interventions are tactical,
which characterizes them as flexible and disruptive, but also as volatile. Furthermore, they have
to compete with practices that also appear to be tactical, like social media today. Next, I have
explained that scaling up these practices, for example in the form of ‘organized networks’ is
very complicated and hard, because online networks are formed by the logic of links, which
turns them into (parochial) networks of like-minded people and worlds of consensus. These
networks do not show what is not linked to. Therefore I have argued, that there is an
opportunity in the combination of tactical media interventions that have the power to assemble
publics of strangers, and online networks and other parochial domains that might be used to
disseminate these practices, and expand the networks and impact of urban media interventions.
Subsequently, I have addressed the debate concerning dialogic or participatory art, in which
different views are defended about the aspect of participation. Some argue that the
participative nature of interventions undermine the role of the artist, who’s main strength lies
in creating artworks that are confrontational, confusing and provocative. Others celebrate the
relational approach of artists that create publics of participants who work together. These
collaborative or dialogic practices may change the perspective of the participants. I have argued
that artists are challenged to combine their artistic imagination with the possibilities of
participation. If they do so, they can create frameworks that are both solid and flexible, that can
amaze participants and simultaneously be open to their contributions.
As I have described in my analyses of the three case studies, urban media interventions
sometimes operate as test cases to show what might be possible. The urban installation Saving
Face for example shows the possibility of a particular interaction with cameras and urban
screens. Sometimes urban media interventions sketch appealing what-if-scenarios, like Give Me
Back My Broken Night. Or they actually intervene physically in urban public space and can have
political consequences, like the posters of the INSIDE OUT project. But first of all, urban media
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interventions are events, they happen here and now. They often engender powerful experiences,
and sometimes they disperse via online networks and turn into widely visible networks of
publics (like the INSIDE OUT project).
To return to the question of this thesis; how do urban media interventions that operate in
today’s cities, allow for urban dialogues? As I have mentioned earlier, urban media
interventions can function as a language that everyone understands, if only for the duration of
the event. This requires a careful alignment between a directed and demarcated framework, and
room for the participants to operate in. Urban media interventions are particularly strong if
they cleverly combine powers of artistic imagination and public participation. This can be
established by the creative and critical use of media with a low threshold for participants,
although they might actually consist of complicated hardware and software constructions. As I
have argued in this thesis, urban media interventions can then operate as assembling devices in
order to create new urban publics of strangers. They tactically address the city as a space of
friction and strangers, and introduce or emphasize a common ground from which an urban
dialogue can grow. Here, artists operate as clever mediators that can be allocated a similar role
as the ‘public figures’ that Jane Jacobs deemed to be very important catalysts for the city to
become a familiar environment.
Along this research I have stumbled upon many debates, concepts, practices and discourses
that the scope of this thesis does not allow for to address. Sometimes I have shortly mentioned
perspectives and critiques, like a political economy perspective, or the concept of agonism,
because I consider that they should be included in this story. However I could not address these
sideways in their full scope. I intend to do so on my research blog, that can be considered as an
assemblage of theory, practices, debates and stories that are all connected under the umbrella
of urban dialogues. Topics that I especially would like to investigate further include the way in
which the city was used as a metaphor in the early days of the World Wide Web (like GeoCities
or De Digitale Stad). Or to further explore more critically how artworks like This Area is Under
23 Hour Video and Audio Surveillance, disguise themselves as being part of everyday life and
gain discussion and meaning as long as they are not being recognised as artworks. A whole
other question that arises is how urban media interventions should be financed. Since a low
threshold for these interventions is preferred (in order to operate as assembling devices) they
should preferably be free to participate, and may be financed by non-profit organisations. Also
crowdfunding or ‘pay-what-you-can-afford’ (like INSIDE OUT) might offer possibilities.
I will end this thesis here, and continue my research online at www.urbandialogu.es. Here, I
will follow the developments and debates within the discourses that I have presented in this
thesis, and collect (and therefore connect) new urban media interventions, in order to
contextualize them. Today’s cities are facing many challenges and structural problems that will
be extremely hard to fight in the coming decades. Nevertheless, the city as an assemblage of
urban publics – that are driven by people, proximity, distance, strangers, buildings,
infrastructures, media technologies, global networks, local practices, diversity, agonism,
antagonism and connectivity – offers many opportunities for meaningful urban dialogues.
In this process, urban media interventions can play an important role as assembling devices.
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